The process of board certification has a central role in the selfregulation of physician quality standards.
1,2 However, many physicians have objected to programs by the American Board of Medical Specialties (ABMS), particularly maintenance of certification (MOC), citing a lack of clinical relevance and evidence to support efficacy as well as high fees to participants. We investigated fees charged to physicians for certification examinations and finances of the ABMS member boards.
Methods | We compiled the fee structures for initial certification and MOC through the published websites of the 24 ABMS member boards as of March 2017. Each board uses a different fee structure for MOC (eg, annual vs triennial), and for comparative purposes MOC fees were annualized by averaging costs (ie, annual dues, examination, and certification fees) over a 10-year period, which is the standard time interval for recertification by the ABMS. We also obtained the most recently published tax documents (fiscal year [FY] Table 1) . In FY 2013, member boards reported $263 million (95% CI, $212 million-$249 million) in revenue and $239 million (95% CI, $218 million-$258 million) in expenses; a difference of $24 million (95% CI, $22 million-$26 million) in surplus ( Table 2) . Examination fees accounted for 87.7% (95% CI, 82.4%-93.0%) of revenue and 21.3% (95% CI, 17.0%-25.6%) of expenditures, whereas officer and employee compensation and benefits accounted for 42.2% (95% CI, 36.9%-47.5%) of expenses.
In total, the boards reported $701 million (95% CI, $644 million-$758 million) in assets and $65.6 million (95% CI, $60 million-$71 million) in liabilities (difference, $635 million (95% CI, $584 million-$687 million) ( Table 2 ). Six boards reported no debt; and the remaining 18 held reported assets that substantially exceeded liabilities. Between 2003 and 2013, the change in net balance (ie, difference of assets and liabilities) of the ABMS member boards grew from $237 million (95% CI, $232 million-$241 million) to $635 million (95% CI, $584 million-$687 million).
Discussion | As nonprofit organizations funded primarily by physician members, the ABMS member boards have a fiduciary responsibility to match revenue and expenditures. However, this is not the case for most boards, with overall revenue greatly exceeding expenditures in FY 2013. As a result of such margins, the member boards saw a mean annual growth rate of 10.4% during the decade studied.
This study is limited primarily by the data source. Although IRS Form 990 includes major sources and amounts of revenue, expenses, liabilities, and assets, it does not contain complete and specific financial accounting for the ABMS member boards. Also, board subsidiaries and foundations were not included.
Board certification should have value as a meaningful educational and quality improvement process. Although some evidence suggests board certification may improve performance and outcomes, 3-5 the costs to physicians are substantial.
More research is needed to assess the cost-benefit balance and to demonstrate value in board certification.
